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Abstract 

The Mahaweli development programme is the largest single invest- 
ment project ever undertaken in Sri Lanka. The project harnesses 
water resources of the Mahaweli river basin for electricity generation as 
well as irrigated agriculture in the downstream areas. While the multi- 
purpose nature of the project gives rise to conflicts of interest between 
electricity users on the onc hand, and the downstream farmers on the 
other, the presence of alarge peasant population in the upper catchment 
areas (UCA's) has added an additional dimension to the potential and 
actual conflicts of interest involved. The peasants in the UCA's engaged 
in rain-fed cultivation rely for their sustenance almost entirely on the 
intensive cultivation of small plots of land on mountain slopes. The 
activities of this latter group of peasants contribute to continued soil 
erosion contributing to siltation of the reservoirs and deforestation in 
the UCA's adversely affecting the rainfall. 

Given the above state of affairs, the future prospects of the project 
depend to a large extend on how the above conflicts of interest are 
managed and resolved. The paper is primarily an attempt to outline 
social and economic circumstances that imping on the sustainability of 
the resources in the Mahaweli upper catchment areas. 

1. Introduction 

Accelerated Mal~aweli Development programme represents the 
largest single public investment project in the recent history of Sri 
Lanka.] The project, in the main involves the harnessing of the waters 
of the Mahaweli river, the largest in the country, for both electricity 
generation as well as irrigated agriculture. The niain investment 
component of the programme has been the construction of a series of 
reservoirs in the upstream areas of the river for the purpose of storing 



water to be used for electricity generation and crop production in the 
downstream areas, in the North Central and Eastern Parts of the 
country. 

From an environmental point of view, the most significant feature 
of the upper catchment area of the Mahaweli river is the presence of a 
large peasant population there whose livelihood is dependent on the 
intensive use of land on mountain slopes for the production of subsist- 
ence and cash crops. Population pressure on land in these areas has 
increased over the years due to two main reasons. Firstly, the large tea 
plantations that were established in the region during the British 
colonial period (1815-1948) covered large tracts of highland, effectively 
confining the local peasants to river valleys and marginal land. Sec- 
ondly, population has increased over the years while there has not been 
any significant expansion of non-agricultural economic activities (Table 
1). These circumstances, in turn have led to the fragmantatioi~ of 
existing peasant land holdings and encroachment on to uncultivated 
forest land, long protected for ecological and other reasons' (Table 2). 

Table 1: ~o~ula ' t ion growth in the Mahaweli upper catchment areas 
('000). 

District 1871 1911 1953 1971 1996' 

Kandy 232 408 S40 1187 1246 
Matale 75 108 201 315 415 
Nuwara Eliya 5 8 155 325 450 539 
Badulla 129 217 46 7 615 707 

All. Island 2400 4104 8098 12690 . 17017 

So~u-ce : Ceizsus Reports of'the Departnzelzf- of Census and Statistics, Colombo. 



Table 2: District-wise number & area of operationallioldings and the 
average size of the holdings (1982). 

District Numbel. (;% Area & Acres Average Size 
in Acres 

Colombo 

Gampaha 

Kalutara 

Kandy 

Matalc 

N' Eliya 

Galle 

Matara 

Hambantota 

Jaf'fna 

Mannar 

Vavuniya 

Mullative 

Butticaloa 

Ampara 

TI-incomalec 

Kurunegala 

Puttalam 

Anuradh apura 

Polonn aruwa 

Badull a 

Molleragala 

Ratnapura 

Kegalle 

Sri Lanka 

S o ~ ~ r c e  : Agr icr~ l t~~ral  Ceizsns, Depnrti?ze~zt of Ce izs~~s and Statistics, Colo17zbo 
1982. 



I11 more recent years, the above trends have been reiilfbrced further 
by certain new developments. Firstly, the demand for high value 
vegetables grown in these areas, has increased rapidly due to rising 
incomes of urban consumers, particularly in the Colombo metropolitan 
regjon.:' Expansion of tourism has also been an additional factor in this 
regard. Secondly, the construction boom that Sri Lanka has experi- 
enced in recent years clue to state-assisted. bousing programmes and 
urbanization has led to an  increase in the denland for timber. This has 
encouraged illicit felling of trees in the upper catchmcilt areas leading 
to deforestation. (Gunaselrara, 1995). Thirdly, the land reform pro- 
gramme implemented by the goverllmcnt ill the early seventies, which 
involved both the nationalization of plantations as well as the al.ienatioi2 
of state-otvned land to lal~dless peasants for housing and agricultural 
purposes, also contributed to the intensification ofthe use ofland in the 
region." 

In  spite of obvious environmental implications ofthe above develop- 
ments, no programme of environmel1tal protection was implemented 
parallel to the implementation of'thc MDP. Mahaweli Autl1oi.ity of Srj 
Lanka (MASL) which oversees the affairs ofthe Mahaweli Development 
Programme launched a co~lservation programme in 1986 in collabora- 
tion with several foreign donor agencies. If such a programme was 
launched from the beginning, certain preventive measures in relation to 
the above developmeizts wouldhave been taken wit11 aview to minimiz- 
ing the resu1tin.g enviro~lrnental damage. 

2. New Inter-dependencies and Potential Conflicts 

As mentioned befbre, the Mahaweli upper catchment is a region 
where there is a large population dependent on agricultural sources of' 
income and subsistence. The transitlo11 from subsistence production to 
commercialized agricultural activities over the last several decades has 
resulted i11 a significant change in agricultural and laud use practices. 
So, the peasants who grew rice on terracedfields on mountain slopes and  
valleys have begun to grow highvalue vegetable crops in response to the 
rising demand for such produce outside their own region. They also 
cultivated subsistence-oriented tree crops on home gardens which also 



constjtuted a significant sourcc of'food. Both thesc t~-aditional agricul- 
tural QI-acticcs did not lead to rapid cnvironmelltal degraclatiou. Thcy, 
in k ~ c t  prevented soil erosion. (Clci-li, 1994). Whilc soj 1 el-osion was 
minirnal, use of'agro-chcmicals was almost non-existent. 

Cultivation practices today arc quite different. Commercial cultiva- 
tion of' vegetables and potatoes 0 x 1  mountain slopes with almost no  
attcnlpts being nladc to prevcnt soil erosion leads to collstant erosion of 
the top soil. Thc response of'the farmers to this declining soil f(2rtility 
has been the heavy use of' chcmical and organic fertilizers ancl otl~el- 
agro-chemical s. They can make suchlleavy invest~nents, a t  least lor the 
time being, as they grow high value crops for the urban ma~:lcets. 

Tlzc tl.ansitio~l from the pl-oduction ofsubsistcncc crops to comme1.- 
clal crops is a process which has bcen underway 111 most parts of'tlic 
country for many dccadcs now. The process has bcen accelerated in 
I-cccnt years by the spread of modern consumption patterns w111ch 
compel people to earn more and more money. Liberal econolnlc policies 
pursuccl by the post-1977 rcglmcs in the couiltry havc prepared the 
ground work fbl. the spread of such cons~lnlption patterns.' 

Population growth, changing agricultural practices and the absence 
ol' a comprehensive envirollmental coi~servatioll pogramille in the 
Mal~aweli Uppcr Ca tchme~~t  Areas (MUCAs) have made the wh.01~ 
I-egion el~virorlrrlentally fragile. I t  is already doubtfi~l whether tl2.e local 
agricultural econo~ily could be sustained a t  its present level ol'produc- 
tivity f'or 1.oug. What is equally significant is the fact tha t  t l ~ e  
environmental degradation resulting from the above state of affairs has 
an  adverse effect on the sustainability of the Mahaweli system itself. 
Soil. erosion in, the Upper Catchment Areas results in. tile sed.imentation 
of the hydro reservoirs and reduces their capacity. This has a direct 
impact 011 their electricity generation capacity. Reduction in the capac- 
ity of the reservoirs can aIso affect the farmers in the downstream areas 
when. the availability of irrigation water is ]:educed. Reduction in the 
Sorest cove]: in the UCA's may also have an  adverse affect 011 rainfall 
leading to a reduction in precipitation with significant consequences fol- 
agricul tul-e througllout the Mahaweli system. Moreover, power genera- 



tion capaclty of victoria reservoir has  collsistently fallen short of i ts firm 
potential indicating a substantla1 reduction i n  the lllflow of'watcr k o m  
its catchment area, most probably due to deforestation. (Gunasckara, 
1995) 

Since the establishment of' Upper Mahaweli Environment aticl 
Forest Conservation Division in  1986, considerable data has been 
gatl-rercd by researchers on patterns ofsoil erosion andrates ofseclimen- 
tation of the major rcservoirs. (i.e. CEA, 1986, Stocliing 1.994, Clerk, 
1994) These data clearly points to the fact that soil erosion is highest ill 
areas where commercial cultivation ofvegetables on mountain slopes is 
highly concent~ated. Similarly, the reservoirs that are directly aJYected 
by widespread soil crosion in their respective catcl~meut areas show the 
highest rates of' sedimerltation leading to a rapid decline in the water 
storage capacity. For instance, Rantambe reservoir has lost 19 per cent 
of its capacity within four years since impoundment. The upper 
catchme~lt of this reservoir is an area where seasonal vegetable crops 
are cultivated on mountain slopes by thousands of small-holding hrm- 
ers. I t  is also reported that Polgolla reservoir which was completed in 
1976 has lost 40 per cent of' its capacity within ten years. 

Sol1 el.osion 111 the catchment areas does not ncccssarily result in the 
immediate sedimentation of reservoirs as soil particles washed away 
arc often deposited in  t l ~ c  low lying areas such as paddy fields, streams, 
canals and rivers. So, the actual levels of scdimelltation rccol-ded in 
some reservoirs may not necessarily reveal the extent of' soil crosion 
taking placc in a catchment area. This has been demonstratccl by field 
studies u~ldcrtakelz by researchers (Clerk, 1994). The incidence of soil 
erosion of this nature can also disrupt traditional agricultural activities 
suclj as the cult~vation of' paddy and other food crops which constitute 
a major source of subsistcncc for many local inhabitants. 

3. 1Eural Poverty,  E l lv i ro l l~nent  Protect ion and the I tole of l;he 
S t a t e  

Sri Lanka has experienced minimal rural -urban migratio~l over the 
last several decades. Though t,llere has been an acccleratio~l ol' urban 
growth over the last dccade in the Colombo metropolitan region, the 
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proportion ofurban population in the country remains about 22 per cent. 
The absence of rapid industrialization in its urban areas prevented 
rural poor from migrating to urban centres. On the other hand, state 
subsidies of' various forms whlcll post - independence regimes consist- 
cntly sustained made rural living tolerable even for those who lacked 
productivc resources. Alienation of state land through various pro- 
grammes and the tolerance by thc state of land encroachments by the 
landless encouraged thc poor to remain in the countryside. 

Given the fact that  the state has not been able to solvc the problems 
of high rate of unemployment, under-employment and widespread 
poverty in the country, polltlcal leaders have been compelled to adopt 
the most convenient approach to deal with the violators of rulcs and 
regulations, pcrtal~llng to land use, that is, to be tolerant of such 
violations. This trend has bccn further reinforced by the f'act that  some 
of the violators are themselves leading political activists supporting one 
polltical party or anothcr. Moreover, no rullngparty in the coulltry since 
independence has been prepared to curb environmentally unhealthy 
ccouomlc activities of the rural agricultural producers for thc fear of 
losing their support a t  clectlons. On the other hand, rural producers 
themselves have not been able to adopt environmentally friendly agri- 
cultural practices either due to lack of investment capital or ignorance 
or both. 

As mentioned before, the accelerated Mahaweli Development Pro- 
gramme is the largest single public investment project implemented in 
the couat1.y in its recent history. Through its extensive network of 
headworks, downstream storage tanks and canals, it has effectively 
inter-connected a number of hitherto separate agro-ecological zones 
with their respective settler populations. While a number of major 
1:eservoirs in the upper catchment areas today generate most of' the 
electricity collsumed in the couatry, they also store and supply irriga- 
tion water to  several hundred thousand small holding farmers in the 
d.ownstream settlements. 

What the above state of affairs points to is tha t  most people in the 
country arc dependent on the Mahaweli system to a greater or lesser 
extent, either for irrigation water or for electricity or for both. Not all 



these people. however are connected with the Nlahaweli system 111 the 
same manner. For instance, the economic and othel- activities of'tlle 
people I iving in thc upper catchmerlt necessarily depeilcl 011 i t  fhr their 
livelihood. On the other hand, the settlers in  the down st,^-earn arcas are 
also heavily dependent on the system for their livelihood. For their 
agricultural activities are depeadeixt on the timely availability of 
adequate irrigation water from the system. Similarly, electl-icity users, 
in particular those who are engaged in industrial employment also rely 
on the system for their electricity needs.' So, t.he sustainabil i t j~ and the 
guarantee ofthe optimum capacity ofthe system are critical fo1. the well 
being of' several populatioil groups who are scattcl-ed over a la]-ge 
geographical area. 

The diverse population groups mentioned above are intei-dependent 
to a greater or lesser degree clepending on the natur-e of their economic 
activities as  well as  their relationship to the Mahaweli system. Yet, in 
pui-suing their diverse livelihoocls, they do not necessarily 1.ea1ize how 
dependeilt they are on each other. This is largely because each group is  
preoccupied with its ow11 iinrnediate economic interests. When such 
interests are threatened, they are lilrely to put pressure on their political 
patrons to find a solution. This would naturally lead to  political compe- 
tition among diverse interest groups who are by and large clistin.ct 
territol-i a1 comm~~ni t ies.  These clistinctions are hig1l.l.y sign.ificant today 
as  these territorially based interest groups beloilg to djffere11.t sub- 
national political units which compete fbr national resou1:ces on behalf 
of' their respective constituencies. 

4. P o t e n t i a l  Pol i t ica l  Conf l ic ts  o v e r  Economic  Interests 

The Nlahaweli Pro.ject area consisting of' i ts upper catchment and 
the d.o\vnstream irrigation settlements cut across fbur sub-national, 
Provincial Council territories. While the upper catchment area encom- 
passes most of the Central Province and a considerable part of't:l~e Uva 
Province, down stream settlements are located in  the North Centt-a1 and 
Eastern Proviaces (Map 1). Given. the inter-provincial nature of tlae 
Mahaweli project, i ts managen~enthas  not been devolved to t l ~ e r e l e v a ~ ~ t  
Provincial Councils. Yet, the latter, being responsible for the develop- 
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mcnt of their respective areas, would not hesitate to take measures to 
safeguard the interests of their respective territorial populations. It 
thus seems reasonable to assume that the devolution of political power 
to sub-national level, Provincial Councils in the late 1980's has added a 
new dimension to tl-re latent conflict between territorially-based interest 
groups competing for productive re~ources.~ 

Mahaweli Authority of Sri Lanka (NLASL) is entrusted wit11 the 
responsibility of managing the resources ofthe Mahaweli system which 
extends over a vast territory cutting across several Provincial bounda- 
ries. It is, however unreaso~lable to assume that it has the capacity to 
regulate economic and other activities tl~roughout its territory which 
have a bearing on the sustainability of Mahaweli infrastructure. What 
this means is that different interest groups inhabitating different areas 
of the system are likely to pursue their diverse interests with little or no 
attention being paid to those of other groups. Moreover, political leaders 
representing different Interest groups would want to safeguard the 
liltcrests of'their respective constituencies even at t11g expense of those 
of' the other groups As mentioned before, potential conflicts over 
resources witliin the Mahaweli system can hardly be underestimated. 
For instance, if the present economic activities in the upper catchment 
areas continued unregulated for sonie more years, water storage capac- 
ity of'the reservoirs is more than likely to be substantially reduced due 
to siltation. At the same time, the fertility of tbe soil in the areas 
concerned will also be greatly reduced due to contin.ued soil erosion. 
These changes coupled with reduced local precipitatio~z will red.uce the 
volume ofwater stored in the major reservoirs leading to a rcd.uction in 
the capacity to generate electricity and provide irrigation water to 
down-stream farmers. If the present, high degree of dependence on 
hydro power is maintained into the future, the conflict of interest 
between electricity users and downstream irrigators is also likely to 
become more manifest. Unlike in the \Vet Zone of the country,%here 
agric~ilturc depends on year roundrainf'all, inthe down-streamMahaweli 
settlcmcnts, year round cultivation is possible only with a reliable and 
adequate supply ofii-3,igation water originatingfi-om outside the region. 
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Watcr releases from the upstream reservoirs after generating 
electricity cannot always be synchronized with the irrigation water 
requirements of down-stream farmers. Such water requirements tend 
to increase when the Dry-Zone experiences drought conditions. Irriga- 
tion water supply could also be affected by low water levels in the 
upstream reservoirs caused by inadequate rainfall in the catchment 
areas. As mentioned before, availability of water for both electricity 
generation as well as irrigation will also be affected by areductionin the 
storage capaclty of the upstream reservoirs due to siltation. On the 
other hand, whether the available irrigation water can be effectively 
distributed among downstream farmers will depend on the condition of 
thc conveyance systcm comprising distributary canals and field chan- 
nels. Due to various circumstances, in most irrigation schemes in the 
country, water distribution system is poorly maintained and therefore, 
does not deliver an  adequatc supply of water to many farmers. 

Most rural agricultural producers who cultivate small plots of land 
do not make a substantial profit. This is due to three main reasons. 
Firstly, they do not cultivate large extents of land. Secondly, cost of 
production has increased substantially in  recent years due to increasing 
prlces of' inputs such as agro-chemicals and labour. Thirdly, agricul- 
tural produce market is controlled by whole-sale traders operating from 
Colombo and the latter keep a large profit margin by acting as middle- 
men between rural producers and urban consumers. (Hcttige and 
Senanyake 1992) 

What is stated above is true for both highland vegetable producers 
in the Upper Mahaweli catchment areas as well as  agricultural produc- 
ers in the down-stream areas of the Mahaweli system. Relative poverty 
of a vast majority of these rural producers does not permit them to invest 
much in environmental conservationmeasures. In the upper catchment 
areas, rural cultivators tend to make use of whatever land available to 
them. I t  is a common sight in these areas that  even steep mountain 
slopes are cleared and planted with vegetables. Some have removed 
even traditional, permanent garden crops to make way for seasonal 
vegetable crops like potatoes. Loss of soil fertility over time is compen- 
sated for by heavy use of agro-chemicals which naturally tend to pollute 



the water ways with serious health and environme~ltal consequences. 
Chemical residues washed down by mill get depositedinlow-lying areas 
where many subsistence activities such as rice cultivation and cattle 
rearing take place. In many areas, loss of' livestock due to poisoning is 
already quite common. 

The growing demand for high vaIue vegetables in  urban markets 
has persuaded entrepreneurs with the s~ecessai-y financial capital to 
acquire large extents of land in the upper catchment area to grow s~rch 
vegetables. While some have encroached on to land reserved for conser- 
vation purposes, they have been able to overcome resistance from local 
communities by using their contacts with powel-ful politiciairs on offi- 
cials. Some have acquired land from tea plantations through deals wit11 
their management. Such land is cleared of its permanent crops such as 
shade trees, scrub jungle, tea bushes etc. These clearings are a common 
sight in the district of Nuwara Eliya where landis scarce and expensive. 
These commercial cultivators of vegetables are often outsiders to the 
area and appear to be least concerned about the environme~ltal damage 
they cause. They seem to be guided more by short-terms gains rather 
than long-term sustainability of' productive resources. 

Provision of irrigation water to the settlers in the new settlements 
of' the Mahaweli systcm as well as outside it has long been. coilsidered 
as part of a package of state assistance g~an ted  to poor rural inlnabit- 
ants. Irrigation inf?astructure is built and managed. by the relevant 
state agencies with little or no involvement of j.ts actual belieficiaries, 
i.e. irrigators. I-Iowever, given the vast network ofregulatol-3; structures 
and conveyance canals involve'd, state agencies in charge of the opcra- 
tion and maintenance of' irrigation systems do not have adequate 
material and human resources to keep these systems in good order. The 
result is th.e deterioration of'the water delivery system over time. So. 
even when the storage tanks have adequate supplies of'water, many 
farmers cannot have access to an adequate supply ofwater due to decects 
in the distril~ution system. 

There has been a significant change in the state policy towards 
irrigation in recent years, largely under the influence of'donol: agencies 
funding rehabilitation work in the irrigation sector. The new pol.icy 



strcsscs the need for user involvement in the operation and mainte- 
nance of ~rrlgatlon systems. I t  1s also widely held that the beneficiaries 
sllould not only play a role In r~znnmg irrigation systems but also 
contrlbutc n ~ a t c r l ~ ~ l l y  towards the maintenance of a t  least the local 
componcilts of the lr l~gatlon infrastructure 

Fal-rne1.s who are adversely affected by the poor state of lri-igation 
lnfi-astruct~zre have displayed their willillgncss to gct involved and 
cont~~butc> towards ~ t s  n~al~ltelial lce Yet, not a11 beneficlalies ai-e 
\ \ T I ]  I ing to do so, thcrehy tl~scouragrng even those who are wlll~ng. Those 
who expel lellce no water problems andthose whoresort to illicit tapp~ng 
tcllcl to keej3 away as they are unlikely to reap addltlonal benefits from 
a cont~.lbut~on m tcrms of trmc and money. These d~vcrgcnt ~rltei-ests 
anlong water users have prevented them from comlng forward as a 
collcct~vlty to taltc over management and other obhgations. An addi- 
t~onal iclcto1. that discourages 1na1ly farmers to contribute 1s the fact that 
water 1s only one ~npu t .  besides several others wblch are already very 
cxpcrislvc and take away most of their agricultural surplus The fact 
that the n.utc.1. users have had access to Irrigation water free of cllarge 
rilakcs them I el u c t a ~ ~ t  to pay regular water rates or malntenailce costs. 

The cIivel.sity of' interests among water users has impeded the 
development of strong and coh.csive farmer organizations ~vl~ ich mai2.y 
state ancl non-state agencies have attempted to set up in irl-igatio~~ 
s c l ~ e l ~ ~ e s  including Mahaweli settlements. The resu1.t is t l~.at the 
fa~:niers have not been able t o  take over operation. and mainte~~ance 
rcsponsibil.ities horn the relevant state agencies as envisaged under . 

recent proglwnnies of irrigation rehabilitation. In other words, local 
irrigation inf rastruct~~re continues to be pooi:ly managed and main- 
ta.incd leaclillg to water delivery problems. 

5 Tile Necd for Sustairiable Management of Mahaweli Ke- 
sources 

So far in the pl-esent pa per, an attempthas beenniade to icleiltifji key 
intc:l.cst g~,oups deperlde~lt on the resources ofthe Maliawdi system :hi- 
their livelihoocls. These groups compete with each other to have access 
to p~.ocluctivr? resoLtrccs. 'I'l~e m.embcrs of each group in general may not 



necessarily be aware of the extent and the nature of the competition 
involved. This would persuade them to be pre-occupied with inter-group 
competition for resources leading to intra-group rather than inter-group 
conflict. So, in the down-stream areas, water shortages may lead to 
conflicts among farmers in their particular locality. Similarly, farmers 
in the upper catchment areas competing for productive land would be 
more concerned about the issue as to "who is getting what land for which 
purpose" rather than the environmental implications of the cultivation 
of most profitable crops on small plots of land on mountain slopes. 

Being pre-occupied with their immediate economic interests, di- 
verse population groups in different parts of the Mahawcli system may 
not necessarily realize the fact that  their future well-being will depend 
on the long-term sustainability of the Mahaweli resource base. On tl-tc 
other hand, the Central government, i n  particular its agencies charged 
with the responsibility of managing the Mahaweli system, can hardly he 
insensitive to the need for the sustaillable management of productive 
resources within the system. In  this regard, the most pressing need is 
to take all steps needed to ensure the long term viability and stability 
of the system. 

The completed Mahaweli project has now been in operation for over 
a decade. Research evidence already referred to has raised serious 
doubts about the long term prospects of the system. In tlie absence of 
a comprehensive plan of action m the recent past to arrest the alarming 
trends, it is futile to expect any significant improvement ofthe situation 
in the near fi1tm.e. It is clear tha t  whatever steps taken by the 
authorities in recent years have had no significant impact on the ground 
situation which appears to deteriorate unabated. What is urgently 
needed, therefore is the formulation and irnplcn~entat io~~ of a compre- 
hensive national plan aimed a t  arresting the present trend. For want 
of' space, no attempt is made here to discuss the scope oi'sucl~ a plan of 
action. Instead, a few observations arc made below with a vlew to 
highlighting the essential aspects of any action plan to be jmplcmcnted. 

The growing dependence of an expanding population on productive 
resources within tlie Mahaweli system has been a mqjor factor that has 
contributed to the depletion of the resource base of the Mahaweli 
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system. This has been largcl y a product of the unavailability of'alterna- 
tive income sources fbr the local in12abitants. This is true Sol- farmers i n  
both thc upper catchniellt areas as well as down-stream scttlcmcnts. 
So, without restricting such growing dependence, i t  u~oultl not bc 
possible to prevent the gl-adual deplet io~~ oftlle Mahaweli rcsoiurcc basc. 

As mentioned before. dlffcrent ~nteres t  gi-oups making use of pro- 
ductrve resources of tlxc Mnha\vcli system do not rlecessarily have a 
broad out loolt and tllcref'ot e, do not perceive the clcl~cate IJI~~I--depend- 
cl~clcs among then1 So, l f  they were to adopt posltive practices, ~t would 
bc necessary to raisc then awarclless through educational and informa- 
tlon campaigns. Otherw~se, they are more than liltely to persist with 
thelr i ndivldual economrc prrrsuits w t h  little or iw attentton bcrng pad 
to attendant envll.onn~ental consequences. What should be cnlphasized 
11ci.c ts that  the prescnt ci~lt~vatioil plactlces of' many fjrrnel-s in the 
upper catchment arcas not o~l ly have adverse effects on those I~ving 
outs& thclr own areas hut may eventually undcrmmc their own future 
well-bcil~g 

And finally, every attempt should be made to curb practices wl~ich 
impede the susta.inability of the hflahaweli resource base. The steps 
necdecl to be taken \vould include the formulation a ~ l d  effective i.mple- 
mentation of rulcs and regulations, ofyer of incenti.ves to encourage 
positive practices, field research to id.entify and study critical issues ancl 
points of'intervel~tion, the d evel.opment, and propagat.io11 of'sustai.naGlc 
I :CSOL~~CCS conse~.vatiou measures. Although some small-scale measures 
i.n the latter ilirectjon have already been taken, therc is no evidelice yet 
to suggest their ef ict ive~less and popularity. i.e. Sloping Agricu.ltura1 
Ianci Technology (SALT) introduced by the Upper Mallawclj. Water-shed 
Man age~nent Pro.jcct. 

Accelerated Maliaweli Developmci~t 13roject has been i.n operation fbr 
well over a decade now. Thc long term sustai~~.ability and viability ofthe 
prqjcct depend on the efficacy ofresource conse~~vat io~~n~eas i i r t :~  adopted 
by various interest groups inhabiting the project areas. In tile absence 
of'a cornprellensive resou.rce co~~servat io~l  plan over the last ten years or 



so, pi-oductive resources withln the Mahaweli system have already been 
considerably depleted. 01- at least whatever measures take11 have not 
bee11 able to arrest the dist~lrbing trends. Givcn thc complexity and the 
vastness of'the Mahaweli systcrn, 110 single llnc agcncy could possibly 
fot-rnulate and implcmcut a programme which is effective and compre- 
hcilsive er~ougll to have a major impact on the ground situation. 
Tl~ercibrc, what seems to be r~ccdcd is  a nationally coordl~latcd resoul-ce 
collscrvatlon effort involving national agencies, relevant Proviilcial 
Councils, NGOs and the people living in differei~t parts ofthe Maha~veli 
system. 

Notes 

1 Orlg~nal master plan dratvn up 111 the late 1960's to harness 
Mali awcl i water for po\ver g cllerati o n  and rrngated agt-iculture was 
intcndcd to be implcmented over a perlod of30 years Tlre govern- 
ment wl-llch came to powcrnr 19'77 tooliapol~cy decisionto mn~plement 
a n~oclifiecl v c ~  5ioi-l of the plograrnrne over a much shorter time 
yc.riod, 1 e 6 years This lattcr project eventually came to bc linown 
as the Accelcratetl Maha111 ell Dcvelopmcnt r'~og~.anlrne (hluller and 
I-lcttige, 1995) 

2. Population. pressure on land in the rural areas resultccl. j:n the 
I'~:agrnentation oi'existing peasant holdings. The result is ellat most 
peasant holdings 1.e171ain less than one hectare (Table 2). 

3. Tllc growing clem.and f b ~  up-courltry vcgctablcs has a socio-cultural. 
signi Lica~lct? as well. T11c types of vegctabl.es grown i n  these areas 
werc init,ial.Jy iutt~ocli~cecl by t,he British. Many of them still carry 
t l ~ c ! i  I .  Engl jsli, manics lilre ca1:rot and. leclis. These vegetables became 
higlily gopulal: anlong \vestc~nized., urban uppel ancl n-lidtlle class 
consumels who acloptccl \vestern life-styles imitaf;ing their E.ngl:ish 
coi~ntcrparts. It is 1't.ot-u s u c l ~  social. strata that tile consumption of  

tht-!se ~~cget;ihles spr.ead to otb.el. consumer groups tht-oughout the 
COLI  n l;-~.y. Thocrgll. s~~cl? distinctions have bccomc ra.tl-ter blu.~.i-ed 
Lod;lv, the prestige vnluc of'i;hese \7egetahles continues to inHucnce 
thc.ir pricc!s. I~ldigenous vn~.ict..ies ofvegetzl~les c:st:cnsively grown 



in other parts of the country are also widely coilsumed but lower in 
price due to their lower social value. Up-countl-y vegetables are also 
in great demand in the tourist industry. 

4. Sri Lanka has a long history of land reform. The first step in this 
direction was taken in the late 1930's, even before independence, 
when thc first Land Developmei~t Ordinance (LDO) was passed by 
the legislature. I t  was intended to address the problem oflandlessuess 
among rural inhabitants, a problem caused by both the massive 
expansion of plantations in the country in the latter half of the 19th 
century and rapid population growth in the first few decades of the 
20th century. Undcr the Land Development Ordinance, state land 
was alienated to landless rural families for agricultural and settle- 
ment purposes. This process has continued to this day. In the 1950's 
laws were enacted to give security of tenure to tenants who were 
identified as an oppressed segment of the rural population. In the 
early 1970's a n  extensive programme of land was carried out 
to impose a ceilng on land ownersllip in the country. Land held by 
private owners in excess of the ceiling (25 acres in respect of pacldy 
land and 50 acres in respect of highland) was national.ized and 
brought under the ownership and management of several state 
institutioi~s established for the purpose. The development of irriga- 
tion infrastructure including the Mahaweli Programme has also 
f'acilitated th.e alienation of state land to 1and.less peasants through. 
the establishment of new peasant settlements in the h.it11erto 
sparsely populated parts ofthe country. 

5. Post-independence regimes in Sri Lanka till 1977 by and large 
pursued protectionist economic policies which favoured impoi-t 
substitution production in both agriculture as well as in.d.u.stry. 
Those policies did not succeed in  effecting rapid economic growth 
required to meet the needs of a g~owing population in terms of 
consumer goods and employment. Worsening terms of trade, cou- 
pled with the virtual absence of foreign aid, deprived the country of 
much needed foreign exchange forciilg the country to become more 
and more import substitution-oriented. The results were a shortage 
of consumer goods, higher rates of unemployment, poor social and 
economic infrastructure and growing popular resentment. The 



regime which came to power in 1977 on a wave of support for reform 
initiated a package of liberal economic policies and programmes. 
This package included trade liberalization, removal of exchange 
controls, incentives for foreign investors, privatizatjon of state 
enterprises and the encouragement of private enterprise. The new 
cnv~ronment became highly conducive for the spread of model-n 
consumerism. 

6. This has been amply demonstrated by the fact that fiom March 
1996, the governme~lt imposed a daily power cut throughout the 
country to save energy in response to the rapidly declining water 
levels in the reservoirs due to inadequate rain.fall in the catchment 
areas. The number of hours of the power cut continued to increase 
over the next few months soon reaching 8' hours a day in keeping 
with the declining water levels. Since no significant rain-fall 
occurred in the weeks that  followed nobody could predict when the 
authorities could restore normal electricity supplies througl20~1t the 
country. Meanwhile, production and service activities throughout 
the country were disrupted due to shortage of power. Daily power 
cut was imposed in two or three installnlel~ts during day and nigllt 
so the industrial hctories could notrun their normal shifts resulting 
in a massive loss of production. Though government gave incentives 
to ind.ustrialists to import diesel generators to have their own power 
supplies during power cuts, many did not respond clue to heavy 
capital outlays involved. Government soon finalized plans to build 
thermal power stations in the next few years to reduce the country's 
overwhelming dependence on hydro power, currently around 85 per 
cent of the installed capacity. 

7. The establishment oi'Provincia1 Councils in 1987 was an  attcmpt to 
solve the country's ethnic crisis involving the Tamil community 
concentrated largely in the North and Eastern provinces. It in- 
volved devolution of power to provincial administrations in the 
country's nine provinces including the North and East. Newly 
established Provincial Councils have powers to implement develop- 
ment programmes in many fields. 



8. Sri Lanka has two broad agro-climatological zones, namely tlre Wet 
Zone and the Dry Zone. The Wet Zone comprises the South Western 
quarter of the island including most of the central hill countrv. Tlrc 
rest of the country is classified as the Dq7 Zone. There is also a belt 
along the boundary separating the two zones, known as tlre inter- 
mediate zone Whlle the Wet Zone has the benefit ofhaving rainfall 
during two seasons extending overmany months ofthe year, the Dry 
Zone rccelves rain only in one seasoil extending over several nzonths. 
So, in the Dry zone, year-round cultivat~on is possible with water 
stored in numerous artificial lakes built in the region. 
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